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Louis Andreissen has never been one for half measures. He was already raising eyebrows in 1969, 
when he was thrown out of Amsterdam 's Concertgebouw for joining in the noisy disruption of a 
concert. I asked him how he came to be in such a situation.  
“At that time,” he told me, “a number of musicians were very active in trying to change the musical 
world in general, and one of the things we did was to try to make symphony orchestras more lively 
and more contemporary institutions. This has completely failed. The moment we understood it had to 
fail was in the action we did in the Concertgebouw, which was not successful. But later the activities 
went in the direction of forming our own ensembles, and that has been rather successful. Now 
Amsterdam has more than twenty ensembles for contemporary music - that is a victory from the 
actions in the late sixties.”  
The Dutch composer formed two of the ensembles himself. Both Orkest De Volharding and Hoketu 
s came together to perform his works of the same names. Creating two large groups sounded to me 
like a major effort of organisation.  
“Well, I had so much energy and passion to do it, and a conviction that this was the best way to 
develop the musical language that I wanted to produce and to hear myself. I must say that I had some 
examples – so many jazz bands, through to Steve Reich, who decided to work with his own friends. 
Lots of other Dutch composers and musicians did the same as me. I think it's a very important 
development.”  
The first of the two ensembles, Volharding, is currently visiting Brisbane for the Queensland 
Biennial. Its beefy, robust sound is something of a signature of Andriessen – banks of saxophones, 
bass guitars, brass and keyboards. Don't be surprised if that instrumentation reminds you of jazz. 
Andreissen grew up under its spell, in a family as overflowing with composers - his father, brother, 
and uncle - as Bach's. Young Louis was encouraged to join in.  
“Music was heard and talked about all the time. My father found listening to records less interesting 
than studying music yourself. ‘One note on the piano' he said, “is closer to the music than thousands 
of LPs in the house.  
“My brother Jurriaan, who had studied in America for two years, came back in 1952, when I was 
twelve, with an enormous number of LPs of all kinds of jazz, and specifically avant-garde jazz – the 
recent recordings of Stan Kenton. It was for me very important.  
“Improvising bebop was a big part of my teenage years. Then in the late fifties, John Cage and the 
American avant-garde became more and more important to me. What interested me in American 
music was its orientation towards non-Western culture.  
“That was my interest in the minimalist composers of my generation. I did not particularly like the 
populist elements of it, the tonal harmonies and the pulse rhythms, because I thought jazz could do 
that much better. But I was interested in the long durations and the non-developmental ideas, which 
came via Cage and LaMonte Young, influenced by non-Western cultures – Java , Japan , India and 
other non-Western cultures. In Australia you have the advantage of being close to what we in Europe 
call the Far East . And that's what I hear in the Australian music also, which I find very interesting.”  
I put it to him that such an interest in America and the Pacific is not very typical of European 
composers. “I suppose the Dutch tendency towards non-Western music and America has been 
growing since the Canadians and the Americans liberated the country liberation in 1945. I have 
always strongly supported the musical side of the American culture. Today's my birthday and I got a 
large poster of Janet Jackson - my girlfriend knows what I like!”  
Andriessen's creation of new orchestras is partly an avoidance of all traditional ensembles. “When 
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you write for string quartet,” he explained, “you almost have to write a piece which is different from 
all string quartets already written. And that's very difficult.” His solution has been to invent a new 
sound so distinctive that it is instantly identifiable. This very physical, chromatic, high-impact sound 
has been highly influential; New York 's Bang on a Can group of composers, for example, 
acknowledge their debt.  
Such a concern with sound seems at odds with comments he has made in the past about 
instrumentation – that it is an extra, added on after the primary elements of harmony, rhythm and 
melody. “You're right; I think I said that as a polemic against composers who are very good at 
finding exciting new sounds, but have nothing to say. But yes, choice of the instruments is extremely 
important. On the other hand, it's not just that I've worked with say saxophones, but I've worked with 
a very special kind of saxophone player. Saxophones which sound like French clarinets I don't like. 
With strings, I steal a lot from authentic Baroque playing.”  
In pieces like M is for Man, Music, Mozart, which will be featured in Volharding's Australian 
performances, he steals more than the playing style; Mozart's music appears throughout the score. 
This is no postmodern fad; Andriessen has been looking to the past since the sixties, when it was 
highly unfashionable.  
“People sometimes call my music meta music , because it has a polemical/rhetorical relation with 
other music – generally with the present, but sometimes with even the future – what hasn't been 
written yet. Every composer deals all the time with what has been written already. Stravinsky is 
always looking over my shoulder I would say, also Purcell, Machaut, and many others.”  
I knew Stravinsky would crop up sooner or later. When I need to replenish my creative juices, I often 
turn to one of two books – James Pritchett's The Music of John Cage and Andreissen's book on 
Stravinsky, The Apollonian Clockwork. Every page of each is full of inspirational ideas. Andriessen 
has a knack of going to the heart of Stravinsky's creative process, revealing him as “jack-of-all-
trades, borrowing here, stealing there,” and not afraid of accessibility. This has long provided 
something of a model for the Dutch composer.  
“Already in my teens I composed very simple, accessible music for all kinds of theatres, dance 
groups, special occasions, birthday parties, whatever you can imagine. This I have always done 
between the writing of the so-called “serious” concert music. In the seventies, I was writing evening-
long musical theatre works, which I wrote in three or four weeks. And then I would do a piece like 
De Staat which took me three years to write. I started to feel the discrepancy, and began combining 
these approaches – the fast, functional approach, and the “serious”, research approach – in each 
piece.”  
I asked him how a piece takes shape in his mind. “I really don't know,” he said. “I think what is in 
the mind is what I call a vision. It's a kind of state of the mind – one concept, one idea for a sound, or 
for a long development – and this vision lasts for one or two seconds. And then you have to deal 
with the intractability of how to realise what you see, or dream of, or hallucinate, which is always 
very difficult. Everyone will agree that the result is always less than the vision. So we have to suffer 
from our inability, but we do the best we can.”
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